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1. NAME OF PROPERTY

Historic Name: Wright Brothers National Memorial Visitor Center

Other Name/Site Number:

e ———————
2. LOCATION

Street & Number: State Highway 158 ' Not for publication:

City/Town: Kill Devil Hills Vicinity:__

State: North Carolina County: Dare Code: 155  Zip Code: 27948

e ———————
3. CLASSIFICATION

Ownership of Property Category of Property
Private: . Building(s): X _
Public-Local: ___ District: -
Public-State: __ Site: .
Public-Federal: X Structure: .
Object: .
Number of Resources within Property Desi
Contributing Noncontributing NATIONAL H'Sng?éed’-AaNDMARK on
1 __b.uildings JAN 0 3 2001
. ___Sites
o ___ structures by the Secratary of the Interior
. ___objects
1 ___Total

Number of Contributing Resources Previously Listed in the National Register: 1

Name of Related Multiple Property Listing: Wright Brothers National Memorial (Additional
Documentation)
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e ———————————————————
4. STATE/FEDERAL AGENCY CERTIFICATION

As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as amended, I hereby certify
that this ___ nomination ____ request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards for
registering properties in the National Register of Historic Places and meets the procedural and professional
requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60. In my opinion, the property  meets ____ does not meet the
National Register Criteria.

Signature of Certifying Official Date

State or Federal Agency and Bureau

In my opinion, the property meets does not meet the National Register criteria.

Signature of Commenting or Other Official Date

State or Federal Agency and Bureau

e —————————————————————————
5. NATIONAL PARK SERVICE CERTIFICATION

[ hereby certify that this property is:

___ Entered in the National Register

__ Determined eligible for the National Register
__ Determined not eligible for the National Register
___ Removed from the National Register

____ Other (explain):

Signature of Keeper : Date of Action
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e —————
6. FUNCTION OR USE

Historic: Government Sub:  Government Office
Recreation & Culture Museum

Current: Government Sub: Government Office
Recreation & Culture Museum

I
7. _DESCRIPTION

Architectural Classification: Modern Movement

Other: Park Service Modern
Philadelphia School

Materials: Concrete, steel, glass, aluminum

Foundation: Concrete

Walls: Concrete, steel, glass

Roof: Concrete
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Describe Present and Historic Physical Appearance.

The Outer Banks of North Carolina drew Orville and Wilbur Wright in 1900-1903 because of the
remote situation, steady winds, and sand hills that offered points of elevation for their
experiments in aviation. The Wright Brothers National Memorial today consists of 431 acres of
sand hills and dunes, known as the Kill Devil Hills, about four miles south of Kitty Hawk, North
Carolina. The park is within the town of Kill Devil Hills, North Carolina, 10 miles north of the
Cape Hatteras National Seashore. The site has changed considerably since the Wright Brothers
set up camp a century ago. Shifting dunes have been stabilized with grasses, and over the years
memorials, roads, trails, and other facilities have been built. The towns of the Outer Banks have
also grown as the area became a major resort destination. The general character of the barrier
island landscape, however, remains treeless and windswept.

The site was initially set aside as a national monument in 1927, and the next year a granite
marker was placed at the approximate takeoff site of the first flight. In 1932, a 60-foot high
pylon was erected nearby, on the top of Big Kill Devil Hill, to commemorate the brothers and
their achievement. In 1933 the national monument came under the jurisdiction of the National
Park Service, which continued the process of memorializing the landscape and developing
facilities for visitor access and convenience. Attention occasioned by the 50™ anniversary of the
first flight in 1953 helped make the site a high priority for Mission 66 once that program was
initiated three years later.

The Wright Brothers National Memorial Visitor Center (Mitchell/Giurgola, 1960) was a major
Mission 66 project, and was part of a complete reorganization of how visitors approached and
experienced the Wright Brothers site. The building is located about 2,000 feet northeast of the
Wright Brothers Monument, and about 600 feet southeast of the takeoff monument. The
building was sited by the Park Service to become the new center of visitor arrival and
orientation, with both earlier monuments and the site of the first flight easily viewed from the
visitor center itself.

The visitor center is a single-story concrete and glass building, slightly elevated on a 128-foot
square concrete platform. Two parallel, rectangular blocks with flat roofs occupy the east half of
the platform. The easternmost block consists of restrooms and offices, and the other serves as
entry lobby and display area. The display area joins directly to a large domed “assembly room,”
square in plan, that occupies the northwest quarter of the platform. The southwest quarter of the
platform is an open “ceremonial terrace,” and the southeast corner is open as well, functioning as
a smaller “entry terrace.”

Visitors arrive on an access road built for the building. The parking lot was also designed for the
building, and orients visitors at a 45 degree angle to the entry terrace at the southeast corner of
the building. Wood fences originally screened the views and directed visitors to the entry
terrace. On the right of the main entry doors are the rest rooms (with their own outdoor entry)
and the rectangular block of offices. The main entry brings visitors into the lobby area, where
they have an immediate view directly through to the ceremonial terrace, with the takeoff
monument and landing points in the landscape beyond. Turning right, visitors proceed to the
interpretive display area, and finally to the large domed assembly room, which also features
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views of the entire historic and commemorative landscape through large window walls on three
sides of the room.

The main assembly room and its dome, a 40-foot square in plan, are the principal features of the
visitor center. The concrete dome has clerestory 40-foot by 6-foot arched openings in three of its
four sides, and is tied at its base by four tension rods. The dome rests on four sets of double
columns. On the exterior of the dome, a “perimetral extension” extends up and away from the
base, setting the dome in a larger square of projecting eaves that shade the clerestory openings.
The effect is striking, reinforcing the overall horizontal feeling and massing of the building,
while giving it a lightness that seems to defy gravity. Above all, critics have noted, the dome
structure evokes a sense of flight, as well as technological daring and capability. If the
symbolism of the architecture is appropriate to a site that commemorates technological
achievement, the space created by the dome structure also serves as a dramatic and effective
room for the display of a replica of the “1903 Flyer.”

In their own marketing material, the firm of Mitchell/Giurgola described the “dome-like structure
over the assembly area” as a “transitional thin shell concrete roof with opposed thin shell
overhangs connecting the perimeter of the structure to form a complete monolithic unit.” The
roof structure design “admirably serves to allow light into the display area of the aircraft to give
this area a significant character as well as forming a strong focal point on the exterior of the
structure which stands above the low-lying landscape, in concert with the higher rising dunes and
pylon.”

The building structure consists of poured in place, reinforced concrete throughout. Deep piers
and flat slab construction alternate with window walls that provide extensive and dramatic views
of the landscape and memorials of the park. Pier faces are typically bush hammered finish. In
the museum display area, interior finishing features vertical tongue-and-groove cypress boards.
This interior treatment, combined with the lack of windows, results in an inward-looking
museum space conducive to study. The assembly room, in contrast, is a double-height space full
of light from the three clerestory windows. The assembly area substitutes for an audio-visual or
auditorium space, and in their presentations, Park Service interpreters use the plane as a prop and
point to the flight markers and other features of the landscape through the window walls.

Planting plans for the site were prepared by the EODC landscape architects assigned to work
with Mitchell/Giurgola.
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8. STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Certifying official has considered the significance of this property in relation to other properties:
Nationally: X Statewide:_ Locally:__ '

Applicable National
Register Criteria:

Criteria Considerations
(Exceptions):
NHL Criteria:

NHL Theme(s):

Areas of Significance:

Period(s) of Significance:

Significant Dates:
Significant Person(s):
Cultural Affiliation:

Architect/Builder:

Historic Context:

AX B _CX D_

A_B_C_D_E_F_GX_

land 4
8

III. Expressing Cultural Values
5. Architecture, Landscape Architecture, and Urban Design

Architecture
1960
1959-1960
N/A

N/A

Romaldo GiurgoIo, Ehrman B. Mitchell, Jr., architects
Hunt Contracting Company, Norfolk, VA, builders

Sarah Allaback, Ph.D., Mission 66 Visitor Centers: The History of a Building
Type (Washington, DC: GPO, 2000)
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State Significance of Property, and Justify Criteria, Criteria Considerations, and Areas and Periods of
Significance Noted Above.

Summary

The Wright Brothers National Memorial Visitor Center! is of extraordinary national importance
under NHL Criteria 1 and 4. The property falls under the NHL Theme III (Expressing Cultural
Values), Subtheme 5 (Architecture, Landscape Architecture, and Urban Design). The property is
less than 50 years old, but qualifies under Criteria Exception 8 because of its extraordinary
national importance.

Under NHL Criterion 1, the property is associated with events that have made significant
contributions to the broad national patterns of American history. Specifically the property is
associated with the Park Service’s “Mission 66 program, which transformed the American
national park system to meet postwar conditions. The park “visitor center” was the central
planning and design element of the Mission 66 program. The visitor center was the most
significant architectural expression of national park development in the postwar period and
subsequently became the centerpiece of park planning of all types both nationally and abroad.
The Wright Brothers National Memorial Visitor Center was one of the four most significant and
successful examples of the new building type. Because of its significance within the Mission 66
program, and therefore within the history of American parks, the property possesses
extraordinary national importance under NHL Criterion 1.

The Wright Brothers building was a high profile project for Mission 66, in part because of the
recent 50" anniversary of the first flight in 1953. But the outstanding critical acclaim that
greeted the building probably took many by surprise. At the time, Ehrman Mitchell and
Romaldo Giurgola had only been in business two years, and had never had a commission that
attracted national attention. The Wright Brothers National Memorial Visitor Center did attract
national attention, in contemporary design magazines, among other architects, and within the
Park Service. The building became a national showcase for the Mission 66 program and an
important factor in legitimizing the use of modern architecture in the national parks. It also
launched the firm of Mitchell/Giurgolo, which went on to become one of the most important
American architectural firms of the 1960s and 1970s. Since then, numerous publications and

'This nomination is one of four that have been presented in the historical theme of “Mission 66 Visitor
Centers.” These four buildings have been nominated as National Historic Landmarks because of they are the four
most significant architectural designs of the Park Service’s “ Mission 66” program, an initiative that transformed the
American national park system to meet the new conditions and demands of the postwar era. Each of the four visitor
centers is one of the original and most influential examples of a new building type—the visitor center—which was
at the heart the new planning and design direction at the National Park Service in the postwar period. The visitor
center subsequently became a central feature of park planning in park systems all over the United States and the
world. Besides this distinction, each of these four buildings also possesses another dimension of significance that
relates to their place in the history of American modern architecture. Each building was a pivotal commission in the
history of an architectural firm of national importance in the history of American modernism. In this case, the
Wright Brothers National Memorial Visitor Center was the commission that brought the firm of Mitchell/Giurgola
national attention for the first time. The building was their first work of Philadelphia School architecture to receive
national critical acclaim, and launched the firm of Mitchell/Giurgola into prominence.
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surveys on American architecture have remarked on the significance of the Wright Brothers
building as a seminal commission for the Mitchell/Giurgola firm. Scholars have noted, as well,
the high quality of the building’s design and construction. The Wright Brothers building was the
first major success for Mitchell/Giurgola, and influenced their later work, and as a result the
course of American architecture.?

Under NHL Criteria 4, the property embodies distinguishing characteristics of an architectural
type specimen exceptionally valuable for the study of a period and style. Specifically the
property one of the four most significant examples of Park Service Modern architectural style.
This style relates to contemporary American modernism, and Mitchell/Giurgola were among the
most important American modern architects of the era. The Wright Brothers National Memorial
Visitor Center was this firm’s most important early commission.

The property is also a significant example of the Philadelphia School of modern architecture. In
the late 1950s and early 1960s, a small group of architects in Philadelphia, inspired in part by the
teaching and work of Louis I. Kahn, began to move away from the strict formalism and
objectivism of the International Style, as it was being advocated by Walter Gropius and Mies
Van der Rohe. The Wright Brothers National Memorial Visitor Center is one of the most
important examples nationally of the emerging style of this school.

The Wright Brothers National Memorial Visitor Center was also an early, precedent-setting
example of modern style embraced by the Park Service as part of Mission 66. The critical and
popular success of the building legitimized modern architectural style for use in national parks.
Advanced building technology, efficient materials, and labor saving construction were also
showcased by this benchmark project. The Wright Brothers National Memorial Visitor Center
was a powerful and influential early example of how modern construction techniques and
architectural style could be appropriate and successful for national park development.

The Wright Brothers National Memorial Visitor Center is one of the four most significant
examples of the particular strain of American modern architecture that can be described as Park
Service Modern. Because of its significance as an example of American modern architecture of
the period, the property possesses extraordinary national importance under NHL Criterion 4.

2 In 1982, Giurgola was awarded the A.L.A. Gold Medal, the highest honor bestowed upon individual
architects. Sources describing the importance of the Wright Brother’s Visitor Center include: “A View of
Contemporary World Architecture,” Japan Architect (July 1970): 65-78; Robert E. Koehler, "Our Park Service
Serves Architecture Well." AI4 Journal 1 (January 1971): 18-25; William Marlin, “On Trying to Understand the
Significance of Mitchell/Giurgola.” Architectural Record (April 1976): 117-118; Phoebe Stanton,
"Mitchell/Giurgola Architects.” Process: Architecture 2 (October 1977): 153; and, Lois Craig, et al. The Federal
Presence. Cambridge: MIT Press, 1979. The firm was also included in the Macmillan Encyclopedia of Architects
(Vol. 3, New York: Macmillan Publishing Co., 1982). See also: Ehrman B. Mitchell and Romaldo Giurgola.
Mitchell/Giurgola Architects. New York: Rizzoli International Publications, Inc., 1983.
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Historic Context®
The Origins of Mission 66

In 1949, Newton B. Drury, Director of the National Park Service, described the national parks as
“victims of the war.”* Neglected since the New Deal era improvements of the 1930s, the
national parks were in desperate need of funds for basic maintenance, not to mention protection
from an increasing number of visitors. Between 1931 and 1948, total visits to the national park
system jumped from about 3,500,000 to almost 30,000,000, but park facilities remained
essentially as they were before the war. Meeting the increased need for visitor services required
significantly larger appropriations from Congress. Throughout his tenure, however, Drury
remained unable to obtain adequate appropriations to change the situation.’ In 1951, Conrad L.
Wirth took over as director of the Park Service, but at least at first, funding levels continued to
lag behind the perceived need for new, enlarged, or renovated park facilities.

The conditions Drury had described in 1949 soon became a subject of public concern, not to
mention ridicule. Social critic Bernard DeVoto led the crusade for park improvement with an
article in his Harper’s column, “The Easy Chair,” entitled “Let’s Close the National Parks,”
which suggested keeping the parks closed to the public until funds could be found to maintain
them properly.® The story caught the attention of John D. Rockefeller, Jr., a longtime national
park supporter, who wrote to President Eisenhower of his concern over this potential “national
tragedy.” Eisenhower’s staff responded with a standard apology, but Rockefeller’s letter did
cause the President to request a briefing from Secretary of the Interior Douglas McKay on
conditions in the parks.” As the need for massive “renovation” of the Park Service entered the
public forum and reached the President’s desk, the Park Service’s pressing maintenance
problems continued to mount.®

3 The following text is extracted from Sarah Allaback, Mission 66 Visitor Centers: The History of a
Building Type (Washington, DC: GPO, 2000).

4 Newton Drury, “The Dilemma of Qur Parks,” American Forests 55 (June 1949): 6-11, 38-39.

3 President Truman also tried to obtain additional funds for the national parks in 1949, but his efforts were thwarted
by a democratic Congress. See Elmo Richardson, Dams, Parks and Politics (Lexington, Kentucky: University Press of
Kentucky, 1973), 40.

% Bernard DeVoto, “Let’s Close the National Parks,” Harper’s 207 (October 1953): 49-52. Many popular magazines
featured stories warning the public of the dangers of visiting the parks and the slum-like conditions encountered within park
boundaries. See Jerome Wood, “National Parks Tomorrow’s Slums?” Travel 101 (April 1954): 14-16; Charles Stevenson,
“The Shocking Truth About Our National Parks,” Reader s Digest 66 (January 1955): 45-50. “Twenty-Four Million Acres
of Trouble,” in the Saturday Evening Post, took a slightly more sympathetic approach by featuring Conrad Wirth and his
ceaseless efforts to improve the Park Service despite inadequate funding. See Saturday Evening Post 3 (July 3, 1954): 32,
78-80.

7 Dwight D. Eisenhower, Mandate for Change (Garden City, New York: Doubleday & Co., Inc., 1963), 549-550.

8 William Nelson Noll, “Mission 66, the National Park Service Program for the Revitalization of America’s
National Parks, 1955-1966,” (Master of Arts Thesis, Kansas State University, 1997), 11-12.




NPS Form 10-900 USDI/NPS NRHP Registration Form (Rev. 8-86) OMB No. 1024-0018

WRIGHT BROTHERS NATIONAL MEMORIAL VISITOR CENTER Page 10

United States Department of the Interior, National Park Service National Register of Historic Places Registration Form

During the summer of 1954, Department of the Interior Undersecretary Ralph Tudor began a
reorganization of his department. According to historian Elmo Richardson, the reorganization
allowed Conrad Wirth to focus attention on the crisis within the Park Service. Once the door was
open, Wirth had an opportunity to begin to press ambitious proposals for increased funding to
redress long-standing inadequacies within his agency.’ Director Wirth’s own recollection of his
initial idea for what became known as “Mission 66 is fittingly more dramatic. In his memoir,
Parks, Politics and the People, Wirth remembers one “weekend in February, 1955 when he
conceived of a comprehensive program to launch the Park Service into the modern age.!® Rather
than submit a yearly budget, as in the past, Wirth would ask for an entire decade of funding that
would total hundreds of millions of dollars. Inspired perhaps by other multi-year federal
initiatives (particularly in public housing and highway construction), Mission 66 would allow the
Park Service to repair and build roads, bridges and trails, hire additional employees, construct
new facilities ranging from campsites to administration buildings, improve employee housing,
and obtain land for future parks. The new program would result in a fully modernized national
park system in time to celebrate the 50™ anniversary if the Park Service in 1966.

Early in 1955, Wirth organized two Park Service committees to plan the Mission 66 program: a
steering committee to develop and oversee the planning process, and a Mission 66 committee to
make the specific proposals for the program. Representatives from several branches of the Park
Service devoted themselves full-time to the project. Lemuel Garrison put aside his new
appointment as chief of conservation and protection to act as chairman of the steering committee.
In his memoirs, Garrison captures the energy behind the mission and its fearless confrontation of
park problems. Each superintendent was asked to write a list of “everything needed to put ‘his’
park facilities into immediate condition for managing the current visitor load, while protecting
the park itself.”!! They were also to estimate the number of visitors ten years in the future. The
Mission 66 staff derived a list of priorities for determining park needs to assist superintendents in
their assessments. One result of the project was the development of standards throughout the
system. Each park was to have a uniform entrance marker listing park resources, a minimum
number of employees, paved trails to popular points of interest, and other basic amenities.
Visitors could expect the same basic facilities in every park.'

Wirth’s preliminary planning of the Mission 66 program was geared towards promotion and, by
necessity, selling his idea to Congress and the Eisenhower Administration. The Mission 66 staff
was to produce a basic outline of the program for the Public Service Conference at Great Smoky
Mountains on September 18, 1955. Since a meeting with Eisenhower had been scheduled for
May, Wirth hoped to keep details of “Mission 66 confidential until then; but news of the

? Richardson, Dams, Parks and Politics, 111

10 Conrad L. Wirth, Parks, Politics, and the People (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1980), 238.

"' Lemuel A. Garrison, The Making of a Ranger (Salt Lake City, Utah: Howe Brothers, 1983), 255-56.

12 Roy E. Appleman, 4 History of the National Park Service Mission 66 Program (Washington, D.C.: Department
of the Interior, National Park Service, 1958), 2-32. Pilot studies were also conducted for Yellowstone, Chaco Canyon

National Monument, Shiloh National Military Park, Adams Mansion National Historic Site, Fort Laramie, Everglades, and
Mesa Verde.
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program leaked out after the Great Smokies conference, which only increased public interest in
the program. After several dry runs and administrative delays, Wirth introduced Mission 66 to
the President and his cabinet on January 27, 1956. The program received immediate approval,
and Mission 66 was officially introduced to the public at an American Pioneer Dinner held at the
Department of the Interior on February 8th. Highlights of this event included a presentation by
Wirth, a Walt Disney movie entitled “Adventure in the National Parks,” and the circulation of
Our Heritage, a promotional booklet describing the Mission 66 program. Wirth himself was
involved in every detail of the carefully orchestrated publicity that followed."

Modern Architecture and the National Parks

Even before Mission 66 planning began, the Park Service planners and architects were moving
away from the traditional “rustic” construction that had characterized prewar park development.
There were many reasons for this shift, which mirrored national trends in architectural style,
construction technology, and planning policies.

Mission 66 reached the drawing boards in the mid-1950s, at a time when modern architecture
had reached the mainstream of American architectural design. Conrad Wirth was trained as a
landscape architect in the 1920s, and in the 1930s he had been responsible for the Park Service’s
state park development program. His chief of planning and design, Thomas C. Vint, had been
chief landscape architect since 1927 and was one of the originators of the Park Service rustic
style. Other Park Service designers active in the 1950s, such as architect Cecil Doty, had been
principal Park Service designers during the rustic era. But if in many ways this group continued
the tradition of park planning and design that they had created over the previous decades, in other
ways, postwar conditions, changing ideas about nature, and new practices in the construction
industry necessitated new approaches. Mission 66 designers needed to find new ways for park
development to “harmonize” with park settings.

As the negative effects of larger numbers of visitors and their vehicles began to be better
understood, for example, Mission 66 planners responded by centralizing services and controlling
visitor “flow” in what were called “visitor centers.” In some cases, planners proposed removing
some park facilities and relying on motels and other businesses springing up in gateway
communities to serve visitors. Enlarging parking lots and widening roads encouraged this trend,
since faster roads made access in and out of parks quicker; but under Mission 66, parking lots,
comfort stations, gas stations, and other visitor services were bound to proliferate, in any case.
Conrad Wirth remained firmly committed to the idea that the parks were “for the people.”
Mission 66 planning proceeded under the long-standing assumption at the Park Service that
increased numbers of visitors (and their cars) should be accommodated. Modernized and
expanded park development, usually restricted to existing road corridors within the parks, was
therefore proposed as the essential means of preserving nature to the greatest degree possible,
while making sure visitors were not turned away.

13 Appleman, “A History of the National Park Service,” 33-95.
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But if Mission 66 continued traditional assumptions, it also exploited the functional advantages
offered by postwar architectural theory and construction techniques. Mission 66 architects
(whether in-house or consultants) employed free plans, flat roofs, and other established elements
of modern design in order to create spaces in which large numbers of visitors could circulate
easily and locate essential services efficiently. The architects also used concrete construction and
prefabricated components for buildings, highways, and other structures. Development was often
sited according to new criteria, as well. Visitor centers were located according to functional
concerns relating to park circulation, and so were not calculated as components of larger
landscape compositions. Although Mission 66 park development was no longer truly part of the
landscape, in this sense, in many cases this meant that buildings could be sited less obtrusively,
near park entrances or along main roads within the park. Stone veneers, earth-toned colors, and
low, horizontal massing also helped continue the tradition of reducing visual contrasts between
building and site. Mission 66 architecture was not or picturesque or rustic, but it did
“harmonize” with its setting (at least in more successful examples), although in a new way.
Stripped of the ornamentation and associations of rustic design, Mission 66 development could
be both more understated and more efficient than rustic buildings.

Park Service designers were following a nearly universal, international trend in postwar
architecture. Changing styles, changes in architectural training, and perhaps above all, changes
in the technology and economics of construction fueled the new trend. But the prospect of
abandoning traditional “rustic” architectural design in national parks still provoked an outcry
from critics. One of the most outspoken critics of modern architecture in national parks was
Devereux Butcher of the National Parks Association. As early as 1952, Butcher wrote of his
horror at finding contemporary buildings in Great Smokey Mountains and Everglades national
parks and criticized the Park Service for abandoning its “long-established policy of designing
buildings that harmonize with their environment and with existing styles.” Among the eyesores
he discovered were a curio store with “blazing red roof and hideous design,” a residence “ugly
beyond words to describe,” and a utility building that he felt might as well have been a factory.
Later in the decade, David Brower and Ansel Adams joined Butcher in condemning such park
development, although these critics focused more on issues of resource conservation than
architectural style.!*

Despite the criticism of Butcher and others, the Park Service felt it had remained consistent with
its tradition of architectural design in harmony with the surrounding landscape. In fact, the
design methodology behind the use of rustic architecture was adapted to explain contemporary
design decisions. According to Director Wirth, Mission 66 buildings were intended to blend into
the landscape, but through their plainness rather than by identification with natural features.
Even the qualities that defined rustic architecture might draw attention to a building intended to

!4 Devereux Butcher, “For a Return to Harmony in Park Architecture,” National Parks Magazine 26, no. 111
(October-December 1952). See also David Brower, “‘Mission 66’ is Proposed by Reviewer of Park Service’s New Brochure
on Wilderness,” National Parks Magazine 32, no. 132 (January-March 1958); Weldon F. Heald, “Urbanization of the
National Parks,” National Parks Magazine 35, no. 160 (January 1961); Ansel Adams, “Yosemite--1958, Compromise in
Action,” National Parks Magazine 32, no. 135 (October-December 1958). That Butcher’s opinions remained unaltered over
the decade is indicated by his article, “Resorts or Wilderness?” in Atlantic Monthly 207, no. 2 (February 1961).
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serve a practical function.’” The Park Service communicated this architectural philosophy in its
early promotional literature, as well as in its relations with the national media. In August 1956,
Architectural Record reported that Mission 66 would produce “simple contemporary buildings
that perform their assigned function and respect their environment.”'® The magazine also
emphasized that while this policy had traditionally led to the use of stone and redwood,
“preliminary designs for the newer buildings show a trend toward more liberal use of steel and
glass.”

Within the Park Service, architects appear to have embraced the opportunity to modernize
facilities and experiment with new design concepts. For example, Cecil Doty had designed a
rustic masterpiece, the Santa Fe Headquarters building, in 1937. By the early 1950s, however, he
recalled “a change in philosophy. . . . That’s why you started seeing [concrete] block in a lot of
things. We couldn’t help but change. . . . I can’t understand how anyone could think otherwise,
how it could keep from changing.”"” Doty’s statement provides a key to understanding the
legacy of Mission 66 architecture, the purpose of which was not to design buildings for
atmosphere, whimsy or aesthetic pleasure, but for change: to meet the demands of an estimated
eighty million visitors by 1966, to anticipate the requirements of modern transportation, and to
exercise the potential of new construction technology. As Director Wirth explained, the Park
Service not only had to serve greater numbers of visitors, but to understand their increased need
for appropriate facilities. The “stress and restless activity of this machine age, when man is
sending satellites spinning into orbit around the sun and our own earth” required more frequent
renewal in “the peace and solitude offered by nature.”'® Even critics agreed that some kind of
efficient action was necessary to bring the parks up to contemporary standards.

Mission 66 planners and administrators were also clearly caught up in the enthusiasm of the
modern movement. Wirth told his steering committee to be “as objective as possible. Each was
to be free to question anything if he thought a better way could be found. Nothing was to be
sacred except the ultimate purpose to be served. Man, methods, and time-honored practices were

15 Wirth issued a memorandum to the Washington Office and all field offices announcing that field officials
attending the Public Services Conference at Great Smoky Mountains (September 1955) “recommended that structures be
designed to reflect the character of the area while at the same time following up-to-date design standards.” He added that
“park structures are to conform, to some extent, with the trend toward contemporary design and the use of materials and
equipment accepted as standard by the building industry. However, restraint must be exercised in the design so that the
structures will not be out of character with the area and so that the structures will be subordinated to their surroundings.” See
Conrad Wirth Papers (CWP), Box 6, American Heritage Center (AHC), Laramie, Wyoming.

16 Ernest Mickel, Architectural Record 120, no. 2 (August 1956), 32. The New York Times also picked up the story,
reporting Park Service officials stating that “....the national parks were maintained as showcases for natural attractions,” and
therefore “Mr. Wright’s ‘modernized type’ of building would be out of place among Yosemite’s trees and glacier-cut rock
cliffs...” See The New York Times (December 1, 1954).

17 Jonathan Searle Monroe, “Architecture in the National Parks: Cecil Doty and Mission 66,” (Master of
Architecture thesis, University of Washington, 1986), 82.

18 « Address by Conrad L. Wirth, Director of National Park Service, at the Dedication of Badlands National
Monument and Mission 66 Facilities on Wednesday, September 16, 1959,” “Speeches, 1959,” CWP, AHC, Laramie,
Wyoming.




NPS§ Form 10-900 USDI/NPS NRHP Registration Form (Rev. 8-86) OMB No. 1024-0018

WRIGHT BROTHERS NATIONAL MEMORIAL VISITOR CENTER

United States Department of the Interior, National Park Service

Page 14

National Register of Historic Places Registration Form

to be accorded no vested deference.”” A writer for Architectural Record expressed this sense of
limitless potential for park architecture in 1957: “Let us not decide, just because we cannot draw
it on the back of an envelope, that the great and sympathetic architecture cannot exist...The

whole habit of thinking in the parks is the other way. We have not dared to let man design in the
parks; we have not asked to see what he might do. We have slapped his hand and told him not to

try anything.

3920

But the acceptance of modernism and its use in the parks was also a matter of urgency and
economics. The Park Service needed to serve huge numbers of people as quickly as possible,
and, despite increased funding, it had to do so on a limited budget. The often less expensive
materials that composed modern buildings (steel, concrete, glass) allowed more facilities to be
built for more parks. In its publication, Grist, the Park Service praised concrete as “low-cost,
long-lived beauty treatment for parks.” Asphalt was “nature’s own product for nature’s
preserves,” and asbestos-cement products “building materials for beauty, economy,

permanence.

3921

Despite the general acceptance of modernism, Americans were still unfamiliar with modern
architecture in national parks. When, in the mid 1950s, The New York Times reported on the
controversy surrounding Gilbert Stanley Underwood’s Jackson Lake Lodge, the reporter
emphasized the contrast between the new concrete building and the area’s wild west tradition,

noting that “sheepmen,

3 46

naturalists,” and “gamblers...now heatedly discuss the pros and cons of

modern architecture.” Nevertheless, the Times clearly admired “the artful blend of comfortable
modern with western” even as critics called it “a slab sided concrete abomination.” The
Virginian Pilot was more conservative in its coverage of the “modern trend in architectural
ideas” exhibited in the shade structures at Coquina Beach, Cape Hatteras National Seashore.
Although Park Service architect Donald F. Benson received a Progressive Architecture award
citation for the design, the paper warned that, “until people get used to the modern trend,” the
new shelters would “cause as much comment as three nude men on a Republican Convention

19 Appleman, “A History of the National Park Service,” 16-17. Wirth reprinted this statement in his memoirs. See

Parks, Politics and the People, 242.

20 Emerson Goble, “Architecture (?) for the National Parks,” Architectural Record 121, no. 1 (January 1957), 184.

2! Grist, a publication of the National Conference on State Parks in cooperation with the National Park Service,

Dept. of the Interior (September-October 1957; July-Aug. 1958; November-December 1958). The story on concrete was
written by the Portland Cement Association and that on asphalt by the Asphalt Institute.
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Program.”® The Coquina facilities (destroyed by a storm in the early 1990s) soon became
among the most widely praised designs of the Mission 66 era.”®

The Park Service accepted modernism at a time when the new tradition had aged, and its post-
modern backlash not yet emerged. The visitor center designed by Mitchell/Giurgola for the
Wright Brothers Memorial was featured in a “news report” in Progressive Architecture
suggesting that the Park Service had finally caught up with the standard required by the modern
visitor. “The design of visitors’ facilities provided for national tourist attractions seems to be
decidedly on the upgrade, at least as far as the work for National Park Service is concerned.
Disappearing one hopes, are the rustic-rock snuggery and giant-size ‘log cabin’ previously
favored.”® That the progressive periodical chose two visitor centers to “exemplify new park
architecture” was not surprising. The Park Service intended for the new visitor center buildings
to represent the values and results of its system-wide development campaign.

Developing a New Building Type: The “Visitor Center”

Even before the commencement of the Mission 66 building program, the Park Service had begun
to develop a new type of visitor facility, eventually known as the “visitor center.” Our Heritage
described the visitor center as “one of the most pressing needs, and one of the most useful
facilities for helping the visitor to see the park and enjoy his visit.” Visitor centers were lauded
as “the center of the entire information and public service program for a park.”” One hundred
and nine visitor centers were slated for construction over the ten-year period. This new type of
park facility would not only embody new park visitor management policies, but also the spirit of
Mission 66, which looked forward to an efficient Park Service for the modern age.

During the early 1950s, Park Service architects and planners began developing a centralized
service facility that would help manage increased visitation. The updated facility, equipped with
basic services and educational exhibits, was known in its early stages as an “administrative-
museum building,” “public service building,” or “public use building.” As this range of labels
suggests, the Park Service was struggling not only to combine museum services and

administrative facilities but to develop a new building type that would supplement old-fashioned

22 Jack Goodman, “Controversy Over Lodge in the West,” The New York Times (August 7, 1955); Dan Morrill, “No
Daub, No Wattles: Coquina Beach at Nags Head to Feature Modern Trend in Architectural Ideas,” Virginian-Pilot (July 22,
1956); Progressive Architecture 37, no. 1 (January 1956): 92. Donald F. Benson (1921- ) grew up in Ottawa, Illinois, and
graduated from the University of Illinois with an architectural degree in 1951. Benson’s work for the Park Service began in
1953, when Charles Peterson hired him as an architect in the Philadelphia office. During Mission 66, Benson worked for
EODC under John B. Cabot, designing and supervising the design of visitor centers at Everglades National Park, Saratoga
and Hopewell Village (now Hopewell Furnace), among other locations. Benson is now retired and living in Lakewood,
Colorado. Interview with Donald F. Benson by the author, March 9, 1999, Lakewood, Colorado.

23 Wolf Von Eckardt, “The Park Service Dares to Build Well,” Washington Post (March 29, 1964); Lois Craig, et
al, The Federal Presence (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1979): 493.

2 “Two Visitors’ Centers Exemplify New Park Architecture,” Progressive Architecture 40, no. 2 (February 1959):
87.

23 U.S. Department of the Interior. Our Heritage, A Plan for Its Protection and Use: “Mission 66 (Washington
D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1956).
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museum exhibits with modern methods of interpretation. In February 1956, Director Wirth
issued a memorandum to help clarify the use of terminology applied to the new buildings,
explaining that “there are differences in the descriptive title, although most of the buildings are
similar in purpose, character and use.”” From then on, Wirth expected park staff to use “visitor
center” for every such facility, even “in place of Park Headquarters when it is a major point of
visitor concentration.” As late as 1958, however, the matter remained unclear to many park
visitors. When the topic was raised at a design conference, it was noted that “the term ‘Visitor
Center’ is sometimes confusing to the public as it is an unusual and specialized facility which
may be associated with shopping centers with which the general public is familiar.”?” If still
puzzling to some, the building’s label emphasized the novelty of the visitor center and bolstered
the Park Service’s image with high-profile examples of Mission 66 progress.

The Custer Battlefield museum & administration building, designed by Daniel M. Robbins &
Associates of Omaha, demonstrates the transition from early Park Service museum buildings to
standard Mission 66 visitor centers. The building was constructed in 1950, the first year since
World War 1T that congressional appropriations for the parks included museum funding.”® A
lobby space and offices were incorporated into the new museum, but orientation areas remained
small; no audio-visual or auditorium space was included and restrooms were relegated to the
basement. Visitor circulation between the various areas does not appear to have been a major
consideration. The Department of the Interior Annual Report for 1953 announced the
commencement of “the first major public use development at Flamingo, on Florida Bay,” which
would consist of “a boat basin and other developments...camping and picnic facilities, dock and
shelter building, roads, and water and sewer systems.” At this time, “public use” was still a
general term, applicable to a marina or an interpretive facility. The report also noted
“administration and public-use buildings at Joshua Tree and Saguaro National Monuments, and
utility buildings in Potomac Park, Washington, DC, and at Death Valley National Monument.”*
Other early precedents for visitor centers included the public information centers at Yorktown
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